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Contracting with an established survey research organization for a phone survey is often the best alternative to a 
mailed survey. The persistent follow-up attempts necessary to secure an adequate response rate are much easier over 
the phone than in person or via mail.

In-person surveys are clearly preferable in terms of the possible length and complexity of the questionnaire itself 
as well as the researcher’s ability to monitor conditions while the questionnaire is being completed. Mailed surveys 
often are preferable for asking sensitive questions, although this problem can be lessened in an interview by giving 
respondents a separate sheet to fill out on their own. Although interviewers may themselves distort results by either 
changing the wording of questions or failing to record answers properly, this problem can be lessened by careful train-
ing, monitoring, and tape-recording the answers.

The advantages and disadvantages of electronic surveys must be weighed in light of the potential respond-
ents’ capabilities at the time the survey is to be conducted. At this time, over 25% of households still lack Internet 

Exhibit 7.8 Advantages and Disadvantages of Four Survey Designs

Characteristics of Design
In-Person 
Survey 

Mail 
Survey 

Phone 
Survey

Electronic 
Survey 

Representative Sample

Opportunity for inclusion is known 

For completely listed populations High High High Medium

For incompletely listed populations High Medium Medium Low

Selection within sampling units is controlled (e.g., specific family 
members must respond)

High Medium High Low

Respondents are likely to be located Medium High High Low

If samples are heterogeneous High Medium High Low

If samples are homogeneous and specialized High High High High

Questionnaire Construction and Question Design

Allowable length of questionnaire High Medium Medium Medium

Ability to include

Complex questions Medium Low High High

Open questions Low High High Medium

Screening questions Low Low High High

Tedious, boring questions High High High High

Ability to control question sequence Low High High High

Ability to ensure questionnaire completion Medium High High High

Distortion of Answers

Odds of avoiding social desirability bias High Medium Low High

Odds of avoiding interviewer distortion Low High Medium High

Odds of avoiding contamination by others High Medium Medium Medium

Administrative Goals

Odds of meeting personnel requirements High High Low High

Odds of implementing quickly Low High Low High

Odds of keeping costs low High Medium Low High

Source: Adapted from Don A. Dillman, Mail and Internet Surveys: The Tailored Design Method. 2nd ed. Copyright © 2000 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.


